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“Americans know the richness of China's history because it helped to shape the 
world and it helped to shape America. We know the talent of the Chinese people 
because they have helped to create this great country." 
 -Barrack Obama in his remarks at U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue on July 27, 
2009
The transmission of Chinese culture to colonial North America provides one of the most 
significant examples of the spread of Chinese civilization from its center to overseas, where no 
significant direct contact existed. The founding fathers’ efforts to draw nourishments from the 
culture demonstrate that how they developed the American culture by their incorporating the 
positive elements from Chinese culture. 
The impact of Chinese culture on cultural, economical and political development of colonial 
North America was evident. For instance, Confucius, who has been regarded as the very emblem 
of Chinese civilization, was incredibly influential in North America during its colonial period. 
Some eminent colonists, including Benjamin Franklin （1706-1790）, Thomas Jefferson （1743-
1826）, Thomas Paine （1737-1809）, John Bartram （1699-1777）, and Jedidiah Morse （1761-1826） 
expressed their respecting for Confucius and his moral philosophy. Franklin followed Confucius’ 
procedure for moral cultivation and started to cultivate his virtue as early as 1727＊1.  In order to 
promote Confucius’s moral philosophy in the colonies, Franklin published some excerpts adopted 
from Morals of Confucius＊2  in his widely circulated Pennsylvania Gazette in 1737. In addition, 
Franklin made it clear that he regarded Confucius as his role model in 1749＊3.  Thomas Jefferson, 
who had been compared to Confucius＊4,   regarded his example as the Chinese prince, whom 
Confucius considered to be one of the ideal rulers＊5.  In his Age of Reason, 1791-1792, Thomas 
Paine listed Confucius with Jesus and the Greek philosophers as the world's great moral teachers＊6. 
In his American Universal Geography＊7 Jedidiah Morse （1761-1826） cited The Great Learning 
and the Doctrine of Mean, the two of the four classics of Confucianism＊8.  Morse extolled the two 
classics as “the most excellent precepts of wisdom and virtue, expressed with the greatest 
eloquence, elegance and precision.”＊9  John Bartram, an outstanding scientist in the colonies, wrote 
a paper, “Life and Character of the Chinese Philosopher Confucius,”＊10  in which he introduced 
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Confucius’ life to his readers. One author loved Confucius’ philosophy so much that he named his 
pen name as Confucius Discipulus. In his paper carried in the New Hampshire Magazine in 
September 1793, this author told his readers that Confucius was “a character so truly virtuous.”＊ 11
One of the most obvious direct economical and political influences of the Chinese culture 
upon social development in North America was the tea from China. The importance of tea had 
developed into such a degree that it impacted the historical course of North America. Tea had 
become a basic element in North American colonial society so that in the 18th century, drinking 
tea in the morning at home and socially in the afternoon or early evening became an "established 
custom". A contemporary estimated that one third of the population drank tea twice a day. A 
Swedish traveler found that there was “hardly a farmer’s wife or a poor woman, who does not 
drink tea in the morning.”  
The tea triggered the American Revolution. On December 17, 1773, a week away from 
Christmas Eve, some colonial patriots, disguised as Indians, secretly entered Boston Harbor under 
the cover of night. They boarded three British ships in the harbor and dumped some 350 chests of 
Chinese tea into the water. Their action was a protestation of taxation without representation and 
the monopoly granted the East India Company. 
Outraged colonists, including merchants, shippers and general masses, started 
demonstrations, shortly after the Boston Tea Party. Just a year and a half after the colonial patriots 
dumped the tea in Boston Harbor, the first shots fired at Lexington. The conflict caused by the 
justified right to drink tea without extra economic burden led to political hostilities and led to the 
American war for independence. 
Chinese Porcelain, like tea, had been imported into the British colonies long time before the 
founding of the United States. Settlers in Albany used China porcelain as early as 1662＊12. 
Benjamin Franklin told a personal story in his well read autobiography that reveals to us the 
chinaware’s popularity in the colonial society：  
Being call’d one Morning to Breakfast, I ［Benjamin Franklin̶writer］ found it in a China 
Bowl with a Spoon of Silver. They had been bought for me without my Knowledge by my 
Wife, and had cost her the enormous Sum of three and twenty Shillings, for which she had no 
other Excuse or Apology to make, but that she thought her Husband deserv’d a Silver Spoon 
and China Bowl as well as any of his Neighbours. This was the first Appearance of Plate and 
China in our House, which afterwards in a Course of Years as our Wealth encreas’d 
augmented gradually to several Hundred Pounds in Value＊13.  
The demand for Chinese porcelain and the efforts to shake off Great Britain’s control over it 
helped to create the national conscience of the patriots.     
Benjamin Rush （1745-1813） was among the first group of colonists who wanted to build a 
porcelain factory in North America＊14.  For Dr. Rush, colonies’ production of porcelain ware was 
one of the means to overcome the colonies’ dependence on Great Britain for goods and trade. The 
endeavor of building such a factory was far beyond the porcelain only. It demonstrated the 
colonists’ determination to be independent from their motherland. 
 Go on in encouraging American manufactures. I have many schemes in view with regard to 
these things. I have made those mechanical arts which are connected with chemistry the 
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particular objects of my study and not without hopes of seeing a china manufactory 
established in Philadelphia in the course of a few years. Yes, we will be revenged by the 
mother country. For my part, I am resolved to devote my head, my heart, and my pen entirely 
to the service of America, and promise myself much assistance from you in everything of this 
kind that I shall attempt through life＊15.  
The Americans wanted to diminish their reliance on taxed imports and ultimately their need 
for other goods controlled by England. Their pursuing self supply of Chinese porcelain ware 
became a powerful call for the patriotic support of American economical independence. Some 
colonists started attempts to establish a porcelain manufactory company in Philadelphia in 1769. 
They established the factory on Prime Street “near the present day navy yard, intended to make 
china at a savings of 15,000 £. “＊16  Benjamin Franklin, who was in London at the time, showed 
his happiness seeing the achievement made by his countrymen. He said, “I am pleased to find so 
good progress made in the China Manufactory. I wish it Success most heartily.”＊17
The American China Manufactory became noted for the porcelain ware it produced. More 
importantly, it succeeded in cultivating patriotic support. It set in motion “an intense competition 
between the young American factory and its English contemporaries.”＊18  Although the porcelain 
factory lasted to 1772, it challenged Britain’s monopoly of the Chinese products and ultimately 
contributed to the winning of American independence. Benjamin Rush stated clearly, “There is but 
one expedient left whereby we can save our sinking country, and that is by encouraging American 
manufactures. Unless we do this, we shall be undone forever.”＊19 
In the wake of America’s victory in the revolution, some veterans of the Revolutionary War 
wanted to establish a hereditary aristocracy in order to “distinguish themselves and their posterity 
from their fellow citizens.” They wanted to form an order of hereditary knights and organized the 
Society of Cincinnatus＊20, hoping to let their posterity to inherit the honor. Franklin opposed the 
idea immediately. He used the example from China to fight against the idea： 
Thus among the Chinese, the most ancient, and, from long Experience, the wisest of Nations, 
Honour does not descend but ascends. If a Man from his Learning, his Wisdom or his Valour, 
is promoted by the Emperor to the Rank of Mandarin, his Parents are immediately intitled to 
all the same Ceremonies of Respect from the People, that are establish’d as due to the 
Mandarin himself; on this Supposition, that it must have been owing to the Education, 
Instruction, and good Example afforded him by his Parents that he was rendered capable of 
Serving the Publick. This ascending Honour is therefore useful to the State as it encourages 
Parents to give their Children a good and virtuous Education. But the descending Honour, to 
Posterity who could have had no Share in obtaining it, is not only groundless and absurd, but 
often hurtful to that Posterity, since it is apt to make them proud, disdaining to be employed in 
useful Arts, and thence falling into Poverty and all the Meannesses, Servility and 
Wretchedness attending it; which is the present case with much of what is called the Noblesse 
in Europe. Or if, to keep up the Dignity of the Family, Estates are entailed entire on the Eldest 
Male Heir, another Pest to Industry and Improvement of the Country is introduced, which will 
be follow’d by all the odious Mixture of Pride and Beggary, and Idleness that have half 
depopulated Spain, occasioning continual Extinction of Families by the Discouragements of 
Marriage and improvement of Estates. I wish therefore that the Cincinnati, if they must go on 
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with their Project, would direct the Badges of their Order to be worn by their Parents instead 
of handing them down to their Children. It would be a good Precedent, and might have good 
Effects. ＊21
The founding fathers regarded China as a place where they could find important resources to 
promoting agricultural and industrial development in North America. They made their exertion to 
transplant valuable plants from China to North America. Benjamin Franklin obtained rhubarb 
seeds and sent them to John Bartram in 1772. ＊22 George Washington made his own experiments to 
plant Chinese flowers in his garden on Mountain Vernon.＊23  Thomas Jefferson made long time 
commitment to transplant the dry rice to southern United States.＊24  Samuel Bowen introduced 
soybeans from China into Savannah, Georgia in 1765.＊25  Franklin also sent soybean seeds from 
London to John Bartram in Philadelphia in 1770.＊26
Benjamin Franklin expressed his great interest in borrowing from Chinese industrial 
technologies, such as heating house in the winter, ship building, paper making, candle and mill and 
other technologies.＊27  Gouverneur Morris （1752-1816）＊28  was impressed by the literature on the 
Grand Canal of China. Jefferson incorporated some elements from Chinese architecture to create a 
new style of architecture.＊29  Some eminent colonists including Benjamin Franklin and Benjamin 
Rush also promoted Chinese sericulture in North America.＊30  
The eighteenth century saw the rapid expansion of the British colonies in North America. 
However, this period was full of various hardships and conflicts. In 1754, the French and Indian 
War started in the Ohio River Valley. The feeling of insecurity dominated the colonists lives in 
North America from the mid-eighteenth century to the founding of the United States. The conflicts 
between the Indians and colonists and the fear of becoming a pawn of British or French designs for 
international power contributed to this feeling. Some leading colonialists, among them Benjamin 
Franklin, worked hard to keep the colonies safe. In this critical time, Franklin introduced the 
notion of the Great Wall of China into the public debate in 1760.  He recommended the strategy of 
building an American Great Wall as the most efficient way to protect the thirteen colonies. 
The second kind of security̶A security of our planters from the inroads of savages, and the 
murders committed by them̶will not be obtained by such forts, unless they were connected 
by a wall like that of China, from one end of our settlements to the other.＊31
Twenty years later, Franklin raised the notion of the Great Wall again, this time in the 
Revolutionary War.  
The examination of the above historical facts leads to some significant discoveries. Before the 
significant direct connection between China and the United States was established, information 
and knowledge on China reached North America through Europe. Books on China and the 
personal contact between Europe and North America were main channels that Chinese culture 
reached North America. During this period the main books introducing China and its civilization 
published in Europe were also available in North America. Americans could learn all manner of 
subjects from agriculture, science, philosophy, art and technology from these books. 
The prominent colonists, including the founding fathers, who made their efforts to draw 
nourishments from Chinese civilization, were those who stayed in Europe for a period of time and 
maintained close contact with the Europeans who studied Chinese culture and had information on 
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China. They were the most important agents by whom Chinese culture were transmitted to North 
America. Benjamin Franklin stayed and worked in Europe for a good part of his life. In addition to 
a brief stay in England as a young man, he stayed in London, a center of China studies in the 
world, from 1757 to 1775 and later went to Paris, another center of China studies, to be 
ambassador from 1776 to 1785. Thomas Jefferson lived in Europe 1785-1789. In Europe, both 
men contacted some main elements of Chinese culture.  It was by no coincidence that they became 
main promoters of Chinese culture. 
I have found two characters of the indirect transmitting Chinese culture to North America： 
voluntary and selective. Their adoption of the elements from Chinese culture was voluntary and 
carefully controlled. No one forced Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson to learn from 
Chinese culture; they were self starters. Instead of taking everything from the culture, they made 
their own selections and took the elements which they thought would be useful in helping develop 
North America into a strong and flourishing society. The enthusiasm and wisdom the founding 
fathers possessed to adopt from Chinese culture distinguished them from those who expelled other 
cultures than the European culture they inherited.       
The spread of Chinese cultures into North America started with the efforts of the eminent 
colonists, such as Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, who were mainly responsible for 
broadening of Chinese civilization in North America. They used positive elements from the 
civilization to answer the economical, social and political issues in North America. Their efforts 
actually created a special pattern for integration of elements from other cultures into the main 
culture. By incorporating elements from Chinese culture into the European culture they carried 
over the Atlantic Ocean, the colonists took significant steps toward the creation of a civilization of 
their own.  Thomas Jefferson’s incorporation of the design of Chinese railing into his own design 
of Italian style of architectures, gave rise to a unique style of American architecture that persists to 
the present day and has had a considerable impact on architecture in contemporary world.＊32 
Why did the founding fathers put so much energy to learn from Chinese culture? One simple 
answer is that China, as the most developed country in the time, could provide what they need in 
their endeavor to build a strong nation in North America. Franklin told his fellow Americans, “The 
Chinese are an enlightened people, the most antiently ［anciently] civilized of any existing, and 
their arts are antient ［ancient], a presumption in their favour ［favor]：”＊33  Thomas Paine also told 
Americans the Chinese “are also a people of mild manners and of good morals.”＊34   Franklin 
regarded China as a role model for North America. He stated, “Could we be so fortunate as to 
introduce the industry of the Chinese, their arts of living and improvements in husbandry, as well 
as their native plants, America might be in time become as populous as China, which is allowed to 
contain more inhabitants than any other country, of the same extent, in the world.”＊35  To help the 
northern colonists keep their houses warm in the winter, Franklin borrowed from heating 
technology of warming house practiced in northern China and invented a furnace based on the 
Chinese design.＊36  Franklin also applied his knowledge in Chinese ship building to a proposal to 
institute passenger service between France and the United States.＊37   In 1771 Thomas Jefferson 
recommended to Robert Skipwith, his brother-in-law, to read Chinese books, which he regarded as 
among the best books on general subject available in America.＊38  Like Franklin, Jefferson had an 
open mind concerning Chinese technologies and told his subordinates that Chinese products 
offered “a better idea of the state of science in China than the relations of travelers have effected.”
＊39  Ezra Stile （1727-1795）, president of Yale University, maintained that China, “the greatest, 
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the richest & most populous kingdom now known in the world.”＊40  
These distinguished colonists maintained their interest in China for a long time from the 
colonial era to the aftermath of the founding of the United States. In the eyes of an author in New 
England, the newly established United States should “look beyond Europe and to take China as 
model in agriculture, in government, and in personal liberty.”＊41  
Unlike Europe where the societies had been established already, the Americans worked to 
build a brand new society in North America. They started their endeavor from scratch, so 
their need for the elements from Chinese culture was different from that of Europe. That is 
why we see that some Chinese books were largely ignored in Europe but the same books 
were treated as treasures in America. The three books on China written by the Swedish-A 
Voyage to China and the East Indies, by Peter Osbeck, a chaplain on a voyage of the Swedish 
East India Company; A Voyage to Suratte, by Olaf Toreen, another chaplain in the same 
service as Osbeck; and an Account of the Chinese Husbandry, by Charles Gustavus Eckeberg, 
the captain of one of the company’s ships-were published as a unit in Swedish in 1757. 
They were translated into German in 1765 and into English in 1771. However, the original 
Swedish and their German and English translations “have been neglected by all the major 
histories of China in the European Enlightenment.”＊42  Conversely, they were treated as 
treasures in North America. The Pennsylvania Magazine edited by Thomas Paine introduced 
and recommended to Americans the three books in August 1775. 
However, indirect borrowing from Chinese culture was influenced by the attitudes of places 
where they borrowed the civilization. Starting from the 19th century, the Europeans started to focus 
on the negative side of Chinese civilization. With the development of modern science and 
technology in Europe, the European looked down on the Chinese culture. This change of attitudes 
had an impact on the Americans. That explains the receding of the trend that drew nourishments 
from Chinese civilization started by the founding fathers in the modern United States. 
I want also to point out that the positive attitudes of the founding fathers and other eminent 
colonists never darkened the existence of the negative opinions on China in North America. The 
negative opinions existed in the same time of the positive opinions represented by the founding 
fathers with great wisdom. However, in the formative period of American culture, the influence of 
negative attitudes never became a significant factor.       
Nevertheless, the remarkable story of the efforts to draw nourishments from Chinese culture 
has served as an excellent case study of the creation of a new civilization by adopting selected 
positive elements from other cultures and assimilating the elements into the main culture. The 
colonists’ efforts have provided us with an ideal way of dealing with other civilizations. 
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 This essay was inspired by a graduate student from the University of London. In April 2009, I was invited by the Benjamin 
Franklin House at London to deliver my speech, “Benjamin Franklin and the Great Wall of China,” After my presentation, a 
graduate student raised the question, “Chinese civilization was transmitted from Europe to North America. Then, why 
Chinese civilization had such a big impact there?” It wasn’t the first time that I was asked such a question. Back to 2005 in 
Rome, an Italian graduate student from University of Rome asked me the same question in the wake of my presentation, 
“Benjamin Franklin and Confucius Moral Philosophy.” I am sure that similar questions will be asked over and over again 
with my future presentations in other places of the world. With this essay, I attempt to answer them and probably future 
audience of my presentations on the influence of traditional Chinese culture on the early development of the United States. 
This is the question I must answer before I examine Chinese cultural influence on North America.
